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elaborates on the possibility of using self‑organised initiatives as tools to foster social connections in fragment‑
ed urban contexts. 
Abstract
Self‑organised initiatives are abundant in Brazil. Nevertheless, it is not clear how these 
informal, bottom-up and self-organised initiatives, supported by urban planners, are 
shaping the built environment. This chapter investigates whether these self‑organised 
initiatives are able to undermine the underlying dynamics of spatial fragmentation 
in Brazilian metropolises by promoting social connections between groups that are 
extremely diverse. Since self-organised initiatives not only promote spatial connections 
but also social connections between different groups, the primary premise of this study 
is that they will have a positive impact on reducing the spatial fragmentation present 
in Brazilian metropolises. Therefore, the central question here is: To what extent can 
self-organised initiatives promote social connection in the public spaces of highly 
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FIGURE 5.1   Conceptual relation of Chapter 5
§  5.1 Introduction
Brazilian metropolises are highly fragmented. Opportunity‑led development has 
created a disconnected urban patchwork where walls and inequality reign. However, 
the barriers in fragmented cities go beyond the physical ones. Breaking down invisible 
walls and connecting spatially disconnected areas does not necessarily erode the 





construction to upgrading public spaces.
Self-organising initiatives are not only often recognised as important in shaping the 
city, but they are frequently led or supported by planners. It is interesting to observe 















initiatives, supported by urban planners, are shaping the built environment. Aspects 
such as spatial fragmentation are being influenced by these initiatives, through 
building new social connections and increasing the level of integration. This chapter 
investigates whether these self‑organised initiatives are able to undermine the 
underlying dynamics of spatial fragmentation in Brazilian metropolises by promoting 
social connections between groups that are extremely diverse. Since self-organised 
initiatives not only promote spatial connections but also social connections between 
different groups, the primary premise of this study is that they will have a positive 
impact on reducing the spatial fragmentation present in Brazilian metropolises. 
Therefore, the central question here is: To what extent can self-organised initiatives 
promote social connection in the public spaces of highly fragmented and unequal 
urban contexts?
To answer this question, the research used qualitative methods to understand the 
social dynamics in these self‑organised initiatives. The analysis was based on data 
collected from 12 in‑depth interviews with members of self‑organised initiatives 
as well as field observations during some actions of the initiatives. Additionally, 10 
in-depth interviews with public servants and experts were conducted to provide a 
complimentary perspective on these initiatives. The interviews were conducted in 
Brasília, Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo during two months of fieldwork. These three 
cities were chosen because they are the three main metropolises of Brazil (according to 
the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics) and have an abundant mix of self-
organised initiatives. The results show that self‑organised initiatives can create new 
social ties even in public spaces with patent social inequalities. 
§  5.2 Theoretical explorations of spatial fragmentation and social connection
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(2008) and Santos (1990) analysed spatial fragmentation in terms of the differences in 








important role in maintaining urban fragmentation and keeping residents separated. 
Different theoretical frameworks, for example, the Just City (Fainstein, 2010), or 
Planning and Diversity in the City (Fincher & Iveson, 2008), suggest the creation of 
spaces of encounter to promote social ties between diverse groups. Nevertheless, social 
challenges, such as the striking inequality within Brazilian cities, are not considered in 
these approaches. It is hard to believe that residents of slums will come together with 
well-off residents of gated communities if merely provided with a well-designed public 
space. Fragmentation in Brazil is not only spatial but also social. This does not mean 
that public spaces in Brazil do not need good design, but that urban planning needs 















and have a more inclusive approach. The capacity of these initiatives to create 
social ties between extremely diverse and unequal groups is fundamental to an 
understanding of how these initiatives can counteract the spatial fragmentation logic 
of Brazilian metropolises. 
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Spatial fragmentation, understood as the sum of autonomous parts in the same city 
(Balbo & Navez-Bouchanine, 1995), is constructed in an extremely unequal manner. 
From a broader perspective, this can be seen as a difference in levels of autonomy. 
Nevertheless, spatial fragmentation in Brazilian metropolises also has a social inequality 
aspect, with Santos pointing out that it is connected to unequal access to services and 
opportunities (Santos, 1990). For example, gated communities and informal settlements 
can be seen as autonomous parts of a city, and it is clear that both possess a high level 
of autonomy. However, they operate in very distinct ways and have different access to 
services and opportunities. In this sense, unlike other kinds of fragmentation, the social 
inequality present in Brazilian metropolises makes it harder to connect such unequal 
urban fragments. Gated communities and informal settlements greatly rely on the social 
networks within their own communities, but the level of social connection between the 
two realms in South American cities is traditionally quite superficial or merely professional 
(Sabatini & Salcedo, 2007). To develop public spaces in such a fragmented context 







importance of the spatial variable in relation to this issue, despite increasing the 
complexity of the way in which social connections are created nowadays.
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The Worldwide Governance Indicators are available at: www.govindicators.org
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Brazilian metropolises, diversity is also present, but planning for diversity seems not to 
be sufficient when inequality is even higher than in North America. In the case of Brazil, 
it is evident that inequality plays a fundamental role not only in spatial fragmentation 
but also with regard to how people interact. In aiming to promote stronger social 
connections within Brazilian metropolises, adopting the framework of ‘planning within 
inequality’ would be a better fit than planning for diversity. 
In this context, self-organised initiatives seem to have a greater potential to plan within 
inequality. They are capable of fostering social connections between their participants 
because the success of their work depends on these social ties. It is common for 
informal settlements and gated communities, for example, to have some self-
organised initiatives. Nevertheless, these initiatives mainly operate inside their own 
communities. Thus, it is interesting to shed light on self‑organised initiatives that aim 
to improve public spaces outside informal settlements and gated communities, which 
inevitably have to work with a more diverse group of people. These self‑organised 
initiatives are often led, influenced or supported by architects and planners. 












governance studies, the focus is on processes of self‑governance, where citizens take 
the lead rather than the government and produce a kind of bottom-up, grassroots, 
‘do-it-yourself’ urbanism (Kee & Miazzo, 2014; Newman et al., 2008). The latter 
interpretation, aligned with governance studies, is used in this study. 








an internal process of coordination, have a common goal, bring people together to act 
to achieve this goal and the result of this change is relatively predictable. Additionally, 




relied on the participation of planners.
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§  5.3 Methods
The first stage of the research required understanding the literature on spatial 
fragmentation and self‑organisation. These preliminary theoretical sections of the 
research, together with the literature review focusing on fragmentation, were presented 
at the 2017 Nordic Geographers meeting, while self‑organisation was discussed at 
the 2017 Research Committee 21 Conference. Both events were used to obtain critical 
feedback, broaden the literature base and generate insights for this chapter. 





the agenda and area of action, the interaction between members from the initiative 
and the local inhabitants, and expected and achieved results. The plan was to have 
semi‑structured interviews and give the respondents the opportunity to highlight 






initiatives were studied and an additional set of interviews with public servants and 
local experts were conducted to gather external views. Most of the interviewees were 
planners and architects, with a total of 20 interviewees having this professional 
background. It is important to clarify that, in Brazil, architecture and urban planning 
are always taught together. The interviews were audio‑recorded and analysed later 
with Atlas.ti software. Additionally, field observations during physical meetings and 
participation in the online groups associated with these initiatives also provided 




Initiative Methods used Actions City
1 Terreyro Coreográfico In‑depth interview Renewal of public spaces 




2 Bela Rua In‑depth interview Renewal of public spaces. São Paulo
3 Cidade Ativa In‑depth interview Develop urban interventions 
to promote mobility on foot.
São Paulo
4 Organismo Parque Augusta In‑depth interview and 
social media observation
Reclaim and manage the 
Parque Augusta, a public 
park that is located on 
private land and has been 
targeted by real estate 
developers.
São Paulo
5 Colaboratório ‑ Lab Bijari In‑depth interview Different urban interven‑
tions to raise awareness 
of how urban space is 
being used; for example, 
highlighting where empty 
buildings are located.
São Paulo
6 A Batata Precisa de Você Social media and field 
observation
Renewal of the Largo da 
Batata, a public square 
located in the Pinheiros 
neighbourhood.
São Paulo
7 Caminha Rio In‑depth interview Renewal of sidewalks and 
promotion of pedestrian 
mobility.
Rio de Janeiro
8 AMAI In‑depth interview Neighbourhood association 
that promotes cooperation 





Art related installations in 
the port zone.
Rio de Janeiro
10 Brasília Para Pessoas In‑depth interview Proposals for healthy urban 
mobility.
Brasília
11 Jane’s walk Brasília In‑depth interview Renewal of sidewalks and 
promotion of pedestrian 
mobility.
Brasília
12 Litro de luz 2 In‑depth interviews and 
field observation
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The preparation for the fieldwork was done from abroad, so the first attempt to 
contact the initiatives was made using email and social media. Although the physical 
distance was an initial challenge, the strategy of contacting the initiatives using the 
internet proved to be relatively successful. This online scanning of possible initiatives 
generated a schedule of 10 interviews before the fieldwork itself started. The personal 
network of the researcher, who is a planner himself, was also used to contact 
possible interviewees.
Subsequently, a snowballing technique was utilised to find new contacts, which 
produced the remaining interviews. It is important to acknowledge the limitations 
of the snowballing technique. Since the initiatives suggested contacts in their own 
network, this meant that they led us to others who were working on related topics or 
in the same areas of the city. Notwithstanding this limitation, the aim of the research 
was not undermined, as the first group of initiatives contacted through the online scan 
was quite diverse and, moreover, the research focused more on how these initiatives 
operated in the city rather than on how they were related to each other. In this sense, 
the snowballing technique was extremely efficient, since there was an active network 
of different initiatives and they were less concerned about providing an interview when 
recommended by a colleague from another initiative.
§  5.4 Self‑organised Initiatives as a planner’s tool
Firstly, it is important to clarify that the concept of planning used in this chapter is 
not limited to the design of the built environment or the creation of norms to regulate 




the work of self‑organised initiatives. Not surprisingly, these initiatives also rely on the 
participation of planners. The interviewees often explained that their participation in 
the initiatives was motivated by a desire to further an agenda that they believed in as 
a planner. This was the case for one planner who explained how his group decided to 
act after they noticed that the traditional way of working in conjunction with public 
authorities was not leading to any action:
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A lot of autonomous actions started, things that we would like the municipality or 
the state to do, for example … but the people got there and thought ‘well, if they [the 
municipal authority] don’t do it, let’s do it ourselves’ and this was very interesting. 
(Member of Organismo Parque Augusta)
In this short quote, it is possible to identify a sense of disappointment with the work 
of the public authorities. This frustration was mentioned in all of the interviews of 
members of self‑organised initiatives. The data collected showed that the frustration 
with the government’s inertia was an intrinsic aspect of these self-organised initiatives. 
The complaints varied from simple annoyance with governmental red tape to a general 
discontent concerning governmental urban policies at the macro level. The interviews 




In the specific case of Parque Augusta mentioned above, which involved the occupation 
and renewal of a public park located on private land, the interviewee expressed surprise 
at the positive result of the action. Although the initiative did not achieve by then its 
long‑term goal of permanently opening the park to the general public, it was possible to 
partially implement their wishes without waiting for the public authorities to intervene. 
This led to the realisation among the planners of the potential of self‑organised 
initiatives. Although the planners interviewed were enthusiastic about their impact as 
members of these initiatives, this does not mean that they did not face difficulties and 
drawbacks. Nonetheless, they were convinced that these actions were effective and, 
from their perspective, had generated positive results. 
It is like putting together urban planning with society … but with what society really 
needs. Sometimes urban planning comes too much from above. It’s not something 
authoritarian, but mainly vertical. And there is not a dialogue … but if you only get this 
dialogue, you don’t know much what to do. You need to have this meeting between the 
two. (Member of Bela Rua)
It is interesting to note that this confidence in the work of self-organised initiatives and 
the disappointment with public authorities did not keep members away from the local 
government. Three interviewees from self‑organised initiatives were also working in 
different departments of the local government. The data from the interviews showed 
that they did not see a contradiction between these two functions but understood them 
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a response to neoliberal planning, but rather as a way to be more closely connected to 
civil society, as mentioned in the quote.
Planners have different perspectives from the regular citizens who also take part 
in these initiatives. It was interesting to note that all of the planners interviewed 
had prior knowledge of the urban challenges and policies of the city as a whole. As 




to challenges faced by the city, such as improving mobility, increasing the amount of 
green space, developing better infrastructure, or increasing community participation. 
As shown in the quote from the Bela Rua member above, urban planners who are 
engaged in self‑organised initiatives are both conscious of the general challenges in 
the city and also expect that these self-organised initiatives will contribute to and 
confront these challenges. This perspective goes well beyond that of ordinary citizens, 
who do not have technical knowledge gained from professional planning education 
but become involved because they are interested in solving a specific challenge in their 
neighbourhood. The data from the interviews showed that planners actively take part 
in these initiatives because they believe in their capacity to tackle the macro challenges 
facing the city, even if their activities related to the initiatives are limited, for example, 
to the scale of a public square. Additionally, this perception that planners have a 
pluralist and managerial role is increasingly being acknowledged among planners (Fox-
Rogers & Murphy, 2016). The self-organised initiatives researched are definitely seen 
by the planners interviewed as a possible tool to reshape the city.








quality public design can fail to foster redistribution, recognition and encounter, as 
suggested by Fincher and Iveson (2008). This is definitely more striking in central 
metropolitan areas, where income inequality is greater than in the peripheral zones. 




called ‘a batata precisa de você’ – ‘The batata square needs you’ – which developed 
the social connections in this unequal context (Da Silva & Rojas-Pierola, 2018). In 
order to understand how these self-organised initiatives work in extremely unequal 
environments, the interviews addressed topics related to the diversity of the public 
involved in their activities and affected by their work. 
All twelve initiatives mentioned that the public affected by their work was extremely 





groups, such as homeless people. As a consequence, it was a challenge to reconcile the 
new uses of the public space – bringing more activities to these areas but still serving 
the needs of the vulnerable groups already established in these marginalised areas. This 
was the task of another case study, Terreyro Coreográfico, which attempted to use dance 
activities to develop new functions in marginalised public spaces such as those under 
viaducts. These conflicts concerning the use of public space are well expressed in the 
following quote:
There is this thing of the people living there. So, there is the smell of shit, of pee, of 
cooked beans. You are in a way in contact with these peoples’ intimacy, which is an 
experience that a lot of people can’t stand … to be so close to this. To be there doing a 




together these two diverse groups, which would rarely interact otherwise. The data from 
the interviews indicates that these encounters were not previously planned nor were 
they part of the initial strategy of the self-organised initiatives. However, the initiatives 
were aware that this was an inevitable challenge when working on public spaces in 
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Brazilian metropolises. In the specific case of Terreyro Coreográfico, the initiative 
maintained a dialogue with the homeless people living in the area and included them 
in their activities. As a result, the self‑organised initiative not only brought a new 
function to a marginalised space but developed new social ties between the users.
For example, last year we made a ‘festa junina’ [a party based on Brazilian country 
folklore]. And there were like people from the neighbourhood, workers and middle-
class people ... there were the real homeless people ... also a transgender person who 
lives under this viaduct ... there were some artists. It was crazy, everybody was dancing 
together [...] I thought it was beautiful to have this integration between people from 
such different groups. (Member of Terreyro Coreográfico)
The quote not only reveals the positive result of the interaction promoted by the 
initiative within this diverse group, but also the surprise of the interviewee to 
witness this success. As mentioned above, this interaction was not the aim of any 
of the initiatives. Nevertheless, the strategy used to provide a new function to this 
marginalised space generated an opportunity to create social connections within this 
diverse group. The necessity of accommodating extremely diverse people was referred 
to in all of the interviews. Although the initiatives did not follow traditional strategies 
of urban renewal, such as focusing mainly on design, the data indicated that they were 
able to promote interaction between users of the public spaces on which they were 
working. The interviewees revealed that this process of do‑it‑yourself urbanism (Finn, 
2014) created strong social connections between users. Despite not following the 
normative strategy suggested by Fincher and Iverson (2008), and not using traditional 
planning strategies, the self‑organised initiatives were able to foster redistribution, 









observations. The self‑organised initiatives that participated in the interviews and 
in which urban planners were involved, were mainly composed of highly educated 











Despite the relative socioeconomic uniformity of the members of the initiatives, their 







§  5.6 Discussion and conclusions
Aligned with the frustration of young planners nowadays (Taşan-Kok & Oranje, 2017), 
this active attitude towards the built environment perhaps indicates a change in the 
manner that planners perceive these initiatives. In the past, traditional top‑down 
planning might have considered these initiatives to disrupt the planned order, but today, 
planners have joined these initiatives and are using them to shape the built environment. 
The interviews suggest that planners are taking part in these initiatives because they 
believe that such activities can be effective in tackling urban challenges within their 
cities on local and macro scales. Although it is still unclear what the greater impacts of 
these initiatives will be in the city as a whole, the positive perception of planners and 
their interest in these initiatives already indicates that they might play a greater role 
than previously expected. As pointed out by Watson and Siame, there is still a lot to be 




interviews, they perceive their work in self‑organised initiatives to be closer to what is 
wanted by civil society. In this sense, planners are positioning themselves as mediators 
between the technical realm and the local community. Also, in all of the initiatives that 
participated in the interviews, the planners seem to reject the status of leadership. 
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Instead, they are trying to promote more horizontal relationships with local citizens and 
to avoid being labelled as the drivers of the actions, even when their leadership position 
was clear. Additionally, they portray their work in the initiatives as being more ideological 
and less technocratic than that of traditional planning practice. Nevertheless, the 
interviews showed that is difficult to separate the two dimensions. The planners involved 
in self‑organised initiatives still used very technical terminology to describe their actions, 
aims and results from working in such initiatives. Thus, it is hard to believe that planners 
working in the municipality, developing very technical functions, are not influenced by 
their own ideology.
The research revealed that these initiatives were indeed able to work closely with civil 
society and function even in contexts of extreme inequality. Perhaps this is one of the 
factors that led urban planners to work more closely with them. Based on Sabatini and 
Salcedo’s framework (2007), there is definitely a change from functional integration 
to symbolic integration between these extremely diverse groups. In this sense, these 




inequality is interesting because it undermines the logic of spatial fragmentation in 
Brazilian metropolises, which is not only based on the disconnection of spaces but also 
on extreme social division. Although the interviews revealed that this was not their initial 
aim, the self‑organised initiatives studied here managed to go beyond the renewal of a 
public space in also fostering social connections between diverse groups.
It is important to note that the research could only understand the local impacts of 
these initiatives, and the macro effects in the three cities are still unclear. While the 
study generates insights into the modus operandi of self‑organised initiatives and 
how planners are engaging with them, the research could still be broadened in scale, 
using quantitative methods, and also in scope. It would be particularly interesting to 
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